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Given the growing role of regional trade arrangements in organizing trade flows and deepening economic
integration, one of the persistent challenges of Iran’s trade policy lies in the structural and protracted delays
in the ratification and implementation of trade agreements. Focusing on this issue, the present study seeks to
explain the institutional and bureaucratic mechanisms that continuously reproduce these delays throughout the
processes of policymaking and commitment enforcement. Employing a qualitative approach based on document
analysis and semi structured interviews, the data were analyzed through the theoretical lens of state capacity.
The findings reveal that stagnation in advancing trade agreements results from the interplay of several structural
logics. A self-reliance-oriented logic embedded in industrial and trade policy frames imports as a normative
threat to national autonomy and steers decision making toward caution, restriction, and postponement. This
logic is further reinforced by structural external pressures induced by sanctions, which divert trade policymaking
from a programmatic path toward short term and reactive responses. Simultaneously, the erosion of technical
and human capacity within trade institutions together with institutional fragmentation and the absence of a
central coordinating authority exposes the negotiation-ratification-implementation cycle to sectoral frictions,
bureaucratic inertia, and administrative resistance. Coupled with policy instability and frequent regulatory
shifts, these conditions complicate compliance with international commitments and erode the confidence of
foreign partners. The analysis demonstrates that the roots of these delays lie in deficiencies across the core pillars
of state capacity, namely institutional integration, coordination, bureaucratic efficiency, and accountability.
Accordingly, reforming Iran’s trade policy requires rebuilding bureaucratic capacity, strengthening specialized
institutions, establishing a central coordinating authority, and stabilizing trade regulations.
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